UNDERSTANDING NOT STRICTLY REQUIRED

PHE is back, bigger and better than ever. Niamh Lynch talks to three artists who are exhibiting in this
year's event to try and gain an understanding about what has influenced their work and how important it
is for the audience to comprehend the meaning in the images

takes a lot of confidence, but the people behind

FHuotoEspatia have every right to think big. Even though
the photography festival celebrated its 10th birthday only last
year, it has gone from city photo show to major arts festival,
attracting mere than 600,000 visitors last year and rightfully
taking the title of the largest cultural event in Spain.

c laiming to be one of the worlds great visual ant events

A chance to learn

FPHutoEspafia's real attraction, however, Hes in the fiuct that it
is mot just n photography exhibition, Participating photogra-
phers, members of the public and even enthosiastic amateurs
will find something at PHotoEspafia that goes beyond simply
looking at a picture. Photographers have the opportunity to win
one of six career-bomting prizes. Amateur photegraphers can
perfict their skills at a variety of free classes. Anybody who i
interested ean attend seminnrs, workshops, and moster-classes
with artists such as Simon Norfolk who, for instance, will
impart his wisdom on the digital treatment of images. Even
sommeone wheo is way beyond artistic belp, like me (my photos
lnck like they were taken by someone who sceidentally sat on a
camera phome), can pass the time attending debates, presenta-
tiens, film cyele or even photemarathon, a sort of artistic trea-
sure hunt. Or, of course, you could simply take the traditional
route and admire some of the hundreds of photos that make up
PHotoEspadia 2008,

The camera as a tool

Just to warn you though, there's no guarantee that “just” look-
ing will be any less challenging than learning about megapixels
ar running a photomarathon. Listen to artist Harri Palviranta
for example: “Dhon't judge, just give it time,” is his advice about
Battered, the collection that won him last year's
Descubrimientos prize. The collection caused scandal in his
home ¢ountry of Finland for decumenting a socal ill that
nobody wanted to talk about — aleoheal-fuelled brawling. The
phetos are indeed shoecking; an sssortment of young mon bleed-
ing from varicus orifices after beating each other to a pulp —
but that = precisely their point. As Harr expluined, stroot
fighting in Finland is common, but taboo, When it was dis-
cuased, it was in hushed, academic tones, and was kept out of
the public oye. Given the context, the ground-breaking exhibi-
tiom recedved a lot of media attention when it first opened, even
leading the artist to appenr on TV to discuss not his art, bat the
social phenomencn as o whole. This was great news for Harr,
as that was precisely his aim. With a background in the social
schences, the photographer belioves that a visual depiction of
the unspoken issue will provoke a public debate, hopefully then
leading to resalution. Harri says he seea his camera as a teol —
“like a pen is for & writer® — for doing n job, in his case, helping

Inanimate objecs featuse in Antia's photography Photo: Antia Mouse
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Antia Moure’s only
techniques are
“intuition” and a
“fistful of crayons”

to right some of Finland's wrongs. Even though he uses a vari-
ety of photegraphic techniques for some of his other collections,
Battered has a distinetly decumentary feel. The men in his pho-
tes aren’t drunken, red-faced louts: they are fresh-foced lads
incongrucusly bleeding on street corners. Seme look so
respectable that they could well be your eousin, The humani-
tyfinhumanity juxtaposition makes you think — and that's pre.
cizely what Hurri is after,

Not as beautiful as it seems

While Harri is still basking in last year's win, José Ramin Ais,
a Basque photographer, is among this year’s hopefuls. By his
awn ndmission, he isnt looking to tell a story or document a
phenomenon; he even told me that he doesn't actunlly know
what he wants to achievel He photographs, he says, to produce
“a viston of an environment”, applying cood techniques and
experimental approaches until he produces a photo he likes.
His collection Picturesque doesn't contain people or situations,
but modified traditional landscapes that on first glance look
like 17th-contury romantic paintings. They seem like calming
idylls, composed largely of lush vegetation, green trees and
mysterions mountain paths. Such perfection cam get a bit
menotorous after o while, but that is exnctly what José is
examining. His hook lies in the atmosphere, rather than the
subject, of the photo. After a while spent booking at the perfect
seeme before you, vou become aware of the “Jaws effect”

there's something in the water! His love of the latent threat
anil the unsettling perfection is strongly influenced by his love
for cinematography. He has worked on several films and
soundtracks, and uses elements from nll of these inteTests to
create his photos. Starting with the basic subject, usually a
wooded scene or singbe tree, José gradually modifies his phato,
using blue backgrounds, specinl effects such as watering-can
miin, amd computer retouching, to produce the final, highly
finished piece. His photography, he says, is “the product of
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many techniques™ and his particular interest in decorative
music for soundirecks the kind of background music that
subtly lets you know that the cheerleader is probably not
gaing to emerge from that cellar shaking her pompoms — is
something that he very skilfully manages to transfer to his
phiotos. Dhoes he want to give his woubd-be audience any ndvice
befare looking at his photos? *1 don't know!™ he says, "Nothing,
I suppose, 1 wouldn't say anything. | don't want to condition
them”, I think that pretty much sums Ais up: he creates
because it's fun and as long as he is doing what he loves, the
awdience just fades imto the backgrownd

Crayons and glue

Antia Moure and José Ramon definitely have one thing in com-
men. Like the Basque photographer, this 36 year old isn' mti-
vated by telling a story but, in her own words, by pure carinsi-
ty. Antin sees the objective of her wark I'll Remember All of You
Tow an one and the same as life: to “stay alive™, She sees the
image as the “glue that sticks fragments together™ and a way of
Hh:l.rulg heer experience of life with the person who is viewing
her photao. It is & confessional, and & way of reaching out 1o the
things she sees ns most essential in life — love, family and her
strong Galieian roots. Her only technbques are “mtuition” and a
“festfial of crayons”, something that contrasts with the animated
photo-nerd discussions of shutter speed and gelatine emulsions
I hnd with her contemporaries, Antin turmed oat to be a good
way to confront my own artistie prejudices; her photos resist
entegorisation and [ found it hard to relate my comversation
with her to the images containid in her collection. To me, the
photos, which are genthe shots of inanimate ohjects acoompa-
nied by phrases seemingly pulled out of the air, are extromely
hard to understand and even her detailed, friendly explanation
dad little to shine any light. With Palvirunta and Ais, it is ensy
to relate to their photes; Harr is telling a story and Joaé is play-
ing with his mediam. Antia . . . well, who knows? She says that
she doesn't really meet her audiente, so she has no expectations
af them, Mayhe it's me that has too many expectations of her;
after all, thi only thing that Antin says she wants is for us to
enjoy her exhibition.
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Whon: 4 June-27 July

Where: Multiple locations, in both public spaces and private gal-
leries. Sew wavephedigital.com for specific detalls or tel: 21 360
13 20.

Price: AN free, except exhibitions in the Museo de Bellas Artes,
Museo de Amédca, Museo Reina Sofia and Clirco Price — these
vonues have an admission fes. E and & [ wrarks
shops and presentations) must be reserved in advance.
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